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Introduction
In this paper I will discuss the words of the Buddha as expounded in the 
Larger Sutra of Immeasurable Life (大無量寿經). I will look at the Eighteenth 
Vow of the Forty-eight Vows from Volume 1 and the passage on the fulfill-
ment ( jōju 成就) of the Eighteenth Vow in Volume 2. The Eighteenth Vow 
reads as follows:
If, when I attain Buddhahood, sentient beings in the lands of the ten 
direc tions sincerely and joyfully entrust themselves to me, desire to be 
born in my land, and think of me even as few as ten times—but are not 
born there—may I not attain perfect enlightenment. Excluded, however, 
are those who commit the five gravest offences and abuse the right 
Dharma.
設我得佛 十方衆生 至心信樂 欲生我國 乃至十念 若不生者 不取正覺 唯除五逆 
誹謗正法1 
And the passage on the fulfillment of the Eighteenth Vow states that:
All sentient beings who, having heard his Name, rejoice in faith, 
remember him even once and sincerely transfer the merit of virtuous 
practices to that land, aspiring to be born there, will attain Birth and 
dwell in the Stage of Non-retrogression. But excluded are those who 
have committed the five gravest offenses and abused the right Dharma.
諸有衆生 聞其名號 信心歡喜 乃至一念 至心迴向 願生彼國 即得往生 住不退轉 
唯除五逆 誹謗正法2
1  T 360 12: 268a. The English translation is based on Inagaki 1995: 34.
2  T 360 12: 272b. Inagaki 1995: 54.
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In this paper I will discuss the interpretations of the Eighteenth Vow and 
the fulfillment passages by Shandao 善導 (613–681), Hōnen 法然 (1133–1212) 
and Shinran 親鸞 (1173–1262).
Shandao
1. The Original Vow Vows Birth through Reciting the Name
Shandao comments on the Eighteenth Vow in his Commentary on the Con­
templation Sutra:
[Bodhisattva Dharmākara] made the Forty-eight Vows, and, as said in 
each of the Vows, “If, when I attain Buddhahood, the sentient beings 
of the ten directions call my Name, desire to be born in my land, and 
think of me even as few as ten times but are not born there, may I not 
attain perfect enlightenment.”
發四十八願 一一願言 若我得佛 十方衆生 稱我名號 願生我國 下至十念若不生
者 不取正覺3
Shandao holds here that each of the Forty-eight Vows is a vow that sentient 
beings will attain Birth (ōjō 往生, birth in the Pure Land) if they recite the 
Name of Amida (vocal nenbutsu, 稱名念佛). The essential vow that is com-
mon to all Forty-eight is this vow of Birth through the reciting of the Name. 
This is how Shandao understood the Forty-eight Vows.
Among these Vows, it is the Eighteenth that correctly expounds the attain-
ment of Birth through reciting the Name. Shandao quotes the Eighteenth 
Vow in The Method of Contemplation on Amida (観念法門) and Liturgy for 
Birth (往生礼讃). In The Method of Contemplation on Amida it is quoted as 
follows: 
As it is taught in the Forty-eight Vows in the Larger Sutra of Immea­
surable Life: ‘The Buddha said: “If, when I become a Buddha, all sen-
tient beings in the ten directions desire to be born in my land and say 
my name even as few as ten times but are not born there through my 
Vow-Power, then may I not attain perfect enlightenment.” ’
如無量壽經四十八願中説 佛言 若我成佛 十方衆生 願生我國 稱我名字 下至十聲 
乘我願力 若不生者 不取正覺4
In Liturgy for Birth it is quoted as follows:
3  SSZ 1: 457. T 1753.37: 250b. The English translation is quoted from Inagaki’s translation 
of the Kyōgyōshinshō, where this passage is cited (cf. CWS 1: 197)
4  SSZ 1: 635. T 1959.47: 27a16-19. The English translation is based on Inagaki 2005: 58-60.
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As it is stated in The Larger Sutra of Immeasurable Life, “If, when I 
become a Buddha, all sentient beings in the ten directions call my 
Name—even as few as ten times—but fail to be born in my land, may 
I not attain perfect enlightenment.”
如無量壽經云 若我成佛 十方衆生 稱我名號 下至十聲 若不生者 不取正覺5
The Eighteenth Vow that Shandao quotes is not worded exactly as it is in 
the Larger Sutra of Immeasurable Life. The characters 至心信樂 (“sincerely 
and joyfully entrust themselves to me”) have been omitted and the charac-
ters 稱名 (“call [my] Name”) have been added. Through this omission and 
addition, Shandao made it clear that the Eighteenth Vow is vowing ōjō 
through the reciting of the Name (nenbutsu).
2. The Nenbutsu is a Practice for the Ordinary Person to Achieve Birth
Why did Shandao interpret the Eighteenth Vow in this way? It turns out that 
he has made a deep realization regarding the relationship between human 
beings and the Original Vow. Shandao refers to this as the “two types of 
deep faith” (二種深信).6 The “individual” (自身, “self ”) is the ordinary, unen-
lightened person (凡夫), mired in sin, who has no hope of escaping this 
world of delusion. It was Amida Buddha’s Original Vow that pledged that 
those foolish, ordinary ones would attain ōjō. Thus, the Original Vow pledged 
that ōjō will be attained through the reciting of the Name. This is because, 
for the unenlightened, Birth cannot be attained through contemplation (or 
meditation). Shandao discusses this as follows in Liturgy for Birth:
Sentient beings have heavy karmic hindrances, the objects of contem-
plation are subtle but the contemplating mind is coarse, and their con-
sciousness is agitated and their mind is distracted; therefore, it is difficult 
5  SSZ 1: 683. T 1980.47: 447c. The English translation is based on Inagaki 2000.
6  “Two types of deep faith” is discussed as follows in the Commentary on the Contemplation 
Sutra: “One is to believe deeply and decidedly that you are a foolish being of karmic evil 
caught in birth-and-death, ever sinking and ever wandering in transmigration fro“Two 
types of deep faith” is discussed as follows in the Commentary on the Contemplation Sutra: 
“One is to believe deeply and decidedly that you are a foolish being of karmic evil caught 
in birth-and-death, ever sinking and ever wandering in transmigration from innumerable 
kalpas in the past, with never a condition that would lead to emancipation. The second is 
to believe deeply and decidedly that Amida Buddha’s Forty-eight Vows grasp sentient 
beings and that allowing yourself to be carried by the power of the Vow without any doubt 
or apprehension, you will attain Birth.” 一者決定深信自身現是罪惡生死凡夫 曠劫已來常沒
常流轉 無有出離之縁 二者決定深信彼阿彌陀佛四十八願攝受衆生 無疑無慮 乘彼願力定得往
生. (SSZ 1: 534. T 1753.37:271a28-b02. CWS: 85)
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to accomplish contemplation. For this reason, the Great Sage, out of 
compassion, straightforwardly encourages people to recite the Name 
exclusively. Since the recitative practice is easy to follow, they can attain 
Birth in the Buddha-land through continuous practice of it.7
We are ordinary, unenlightened persons for whom it is difficult to accom-
plish contemplation. Shandao took this view of human beings in interpret-
ing the Original Vow. For him, the Original Vow is none other than the 
vow through which unenlightened beings can achieve ōjō by reciting the 
Name.
The “ordinary, unenlightened person” is a being that takes on all sorts of 
different bodily and mental forms due to karmic circumstance.8 Hōzō Bosatsu 
made the vow that he would save all unenlightened beings, with not even 
a single exception. It is precisely because of this that the Eighteenth Vow 
pledged to ensure ōjō through the reciting of the Name, a practice such 
ordinary beings could perform.
Shandao understands the Eighteenth Vow through a combination of his 
readings of the teachings of the Three Pure Land Sutras (The Larger Sutra 
of Immeasurable Life, The Contemplation Sutra and The Smaller Sutra of 
Amida Buddha).9 Shandao interpreted the fundamental message of these three 
sutras to be that the buddhas (Shakyamuni, Amida and myriad other bud-
dhas) recommend ordinary, unenlightened beings to attain ōjō through prac-
ticing the nenbutsu, the basis for which is the Eighteenth Vow.
7  SSZ 1: 651. T 1980.47.0439a-b. Inagaki 2000.
8  On “the ordinary, unenlightened person” (凡夫), Shandao comments as follows in his Com­
mentary on the Contemplation Sutra: “Again, when one considers the meaning of the good-
ness that derives from meditation in the Contemplation Sutra and “the most superior and 
most inferior disciples of the three types,” one can see that all of this refers to the unen-
lightened beings of five defilements in the time after the Buddha’s passing from this world. 
However, as there are differences in these beings’ karmic circumstances, they are to be 
divided into nine classes.”
9  Shandao understands the Eighteenth Vow via a combination of the teachings of The Larger 
Sutra, The Contemplation Sutra, and The Smaller Sutra. The ōjō of the nine classes of 
unenlightened beings is expounded in the second half of The Contemplation Sutra. In regard 
to those classes, those of the lowest of the lowest class of beings (下品下生), who have con-
tinued to sin throughout their lives, it is taught that they can attain ōjō through the nenbutsu 
of reciting of the name, but not through the nenbutsu of thinking of the Buddha. In The 
Smaller Sutra, it is taught that they can attain ōjō through single-mindedly holding onto 
the Name of Amida Buddha. Through the teachings of the Three Sutras, Shandao came to 
the understanding that the Eighteenth Vow pledges that unenlightened beings can attain ōjō 
through the nenbutsu of reciting of the Name.
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Shandao quotes the passage on the fulfillment of the Original Vow in The 
Method of Contemplation on Amida.10 There are omissions and differences 
in the characters used, but he quotes fulfillment passages for the Eleventh, 
Seventeenth and Eighteenth Vows from The Larger Sutra of Immeasurable 
Life. The fulfillment passage for the Eighteenth Vow reads as follows:
If sentient beings, having heard his Name, rejoice with a heart of abso-
lute trust and think of him even once, desiring to be born in his Land, 
then they will attain Birth and dwell in the stage of non-retrogression.
若有衆生 聞其名號 信心歡喜 乃至一念 願生彼國 即得往生 住不退轉11
Because Shandao does not provide an annotation for the phrase “even once 
think of Amida / say the Name” (乃至一念), it is not entirely clear how he 
interpreted it. However, as Shandao interpreted the Eighteenth Vow and the 
Forty-eight Vows as a whole as pledging to ensure ōjō for those who recite 
the Name (稱名), it seems likely that he interpreted that phrase we see in the 
fulfillment passage as meaning “say the Name even once.” That is to say, 
Shandao probably thought that nian 念, which is translated above as “think 
of,” should be understood to mean “recite” or “call.”
Further, in his quotation, Shandao omits the phrase “sincere transference 
of merit” (至心廻向), which Shinran would later come to emphasize. This is 
also a point worth noting, but it is only based on Shinran’s interpretation of 
this phrase that it comes to have the meaning of the Tathāgata’s merit trans-
ference (ekō).
Hōnen
1.  The Original Vow Selects out the Nenbutsu and Weeds out All Other 
Practices
In the Senjakushū, Hōnen explains how the Eighteenth Vow is the central 
focus of the Forty-eight Vows and that it is the “King of the Vows.”12 This 
10 The “Fulfillment of the Vow” is quoted as follows: “Further, it is stated in the Larger Sutra: 
‘The Buddha said to Ānanda: “If sentient beings have been born in his Land, they all join 
the group of the rightly established state. All the Buddhas of the ten directions praise that 
Buddha. If sentient beings, having heard his Name, rejoice with a heart of absolute trust 
and think of him even once, desiring to be born in his Land, then they will attain Birth and 
dwell in the stage of non-retrogression.” ’ ”又如無量壽經云 佛告阿難 其有衆生 生彼國者 皆
悉住於正定之聚 十方諸佛皆共讃歎彼佛 若有衆生 聞其名號 信心歡喜 乃至一念願生彼國 即得
往生住不退轉. (SSZ 1: 639. T 1959.47: 28a8-11. English translation in Inagaki 2005: 70-72).
11 SSZ 1: 639. T 1959.47: 28a10-11. English translation in Inagaki 2005: 70-72.
12 Hōnen comments on the Forty-eight Vows as follows in the Senjakushū: “Although 
generally speaking all Forty-eight Vows are Original Vows, the Nenbutsu was specially 
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Eighteenth Vow is taken up as the main topic in the Original Vow Chapter 
(“Honganshō” 本願章) of the Senjakushū. The chapter opens as follows:
The  Passage  Concerning  Amida  Tathāgata’s  Original Vow, Which 
Promised Birth Not for Other Practices but for the Nenbutsu Only 
彌陀如來不以餘行爲往生本願 唯以念佛爲往生本願之文13
Hōnen, consulting different translations of The Larger Sutra of Immeasur­
able Life, explained that the important thing achieved through the Original 
Vow was the “selection” of practices, that is, choosing and weeding out. Each 
of the Forty-eight Vows is a choice of some aspect of Amida, the Pure Land, 
or the beings to be born there, but the heart of this is the choice made in the 
Eighteenth Vow. The Eighteenth Vow weeds out other practices and selects 
the exclusive practice of the nenbutsu. It is precisely due to this selection that 
the path for the salvation of all sentient beings was opened. Hōnen explains 
that it is this selection, and none other, that is the heart of the Original Vow. 
Thus, we can say that Hōnen interprets the Eighteenth Vow through focus-
ing on “selection.”
2.  The Selection was Made due to Amida’s All-Encompassing Great Com-
passion
Why is it that Amida Buddha’s Original Vow weeded out other practices and 
selected the nenbutsu? Hōnen explains the reason through “the principle of 
superior and inferior” and “the principle of difficult and easy”. Hōnen dis-
cusses the former as follows:
Firstly, as regards superior versus inferior, the nenbutsu is superior and 
the other practices are inferior. This is because the Name is the con-
tainer into which all of [Amida’s] uncountable virtues have flowed.14
The Name embodies all of the Buddha’s virtues, which both “benefit onself 
and benefit others.” In contrast, the various practices other than the nenbutsu 
are only partially effective, since they resolve problems only in a specific 
area. Thus, they are described as inferior. Hōnen comments on the the “prin-
ciple of difficult and easy” as follows:
prescribed as the means for Birth. . . . Therefore from the above it should be clear that the 
Vow of Birth through the Nenbutsu was already long ago made king among the Original 
Vows (本願中之王也).” (SSZ 1: 955. T2608.83: 9a4-8. English translation in Augustine and 
Kondō 1997:60–61).
13 SSZ 1: 940; T 2608.83: 4b. English translation in Augustine and Kondō 1997: 29.
14 SSZ 1: 943; T 2608.83: 5c1-3. Augustine and Kondō 1997: 34.
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Secondly, as regards difficult versus easy, the nenbutsu is easy to prac-
tice while the other practices are difficult to perform.15
The nenbutsu is a practice that is easy to follow, whereas the various 
other practices are difficult to follow. The Original Vow selected out the 
nenbutsu, which can be practiced by any person, at any time and in any 
place. Hōnen comments on the meaning as follows:
For this reason, Amida Tathāgata, in the distant past when he was the 
Bhikṣu Dharmākara [Hōzō Bosatsu], moved with an impartial compas-
sion and wishing to save all beings universally, did not choose in his 
Original Vow concerning Birth the manifold practices, such as making 
images of the Buddha and building stupas. He chose the single practice 
of uttering the nenbutsu in that Original Vow.16
The Original Vow aims to liberate all sentient beings equally, regardless 
of their status. In order to ensure ōjō for all, excluding not even one per-
son, practices other than the nenbutsu were weeded out and the exclusive 
practice of the nenbutsu was selected. Hōnen directly faced the problem of 
his personal limitations and the limitations of the time period in which he 
lived. That is, he saw himself as an ordinary, unenlightened person living 
in the age of the latter dharma (mappō 末法) and therefore understood that 
he himself was not able to successfully practice the “path of the sages.” 
Then, he discovered that there was a path by which he could be led to sal-
vation laid out in the Original Vow which promises ōjō through the nen­
butsu. Hōnen saw the nenbutsu as the practice that was selected based on 
impartial compassion; it is the practice that illustrates the compassion of 
Amida Buddha.
Hōnen states that each of the Forty-eight Vows has been fulfilled, and 
then goes on to quote the passage on the fulfillment of the Eighteenth Vow:
In the passage regarding the fulfillment of the Vow of Birth through 
the nenbutsu we read: “If sentient beings hear his Name and, rejoicing 
with believing hearts, think of him even one thought-moment while 
sincerely transferring their merits in the desire for Birth in his Land, 
then they will attain Birth and abide in the State of Non-retrogression.”
念佛往生願成就文云 諸有衆生 聞其名號 信心歡喜 乃至一念 至心廻向 願生彼
國 即得往生 住不退轉17
15 SSZ 1: 944. T 2608.83: 5c12-13. Augustine and Kondō 1997: 35.
16 SSZ 1: 945. T 2608.83: 6a6-10. Augustine and Kondō 1997: 37.
17 SSZ 1: 946; T 2608.83: 6b. Augustine and Kondō 1997: 38.
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Because for Hōnen the Eighteenth Vow is a “vow of Birth through the 
nenbutsu,” he reads the passage on its fulfillment as “a passage on the ful-
fillment of the vow of Birth through the nenbutsu.” Therefore, the phrase 
“even one thought-moment ” (乃至一念) means the single thought moment 
of sentient beings’ reciting of the Name. “Sincerely transferring their merits ” 
(至心廻向) refers to merit transference performed by sentient beings.18
As we can see from the above, for Hōnen the Eighteenth Vow is none other 
than a “vow of Birth through the nenbutsu,” and the fulfillment of the Eigh-
teenth Vow is none other than the “fulfillment of the vow of Birth through 
the nenbutsu.”
Shinran
1.  True and Great Practice is Fulfilled through the Seventeenth Vow, True 
and Great Faith is Fulfilled through the Eighteenth Vow
Concerning the Forty-eight Vows, Shinran—focusing on not just the “true” 
(真実) vows but also those that are “provisional” (方便)—placed special 
importance on a total of eight vows.19 Here, I will discuss the Eighteenth 
18 In the Senjakushū, Hōnen explains that the nenbutsu completes the Ten Vows and the Ten 
Practices and that it is the practice of ōjō which does not require transference of merit (ekō) 
by sentient beings. However, the passage on the fulfillment of the Eighteenth Vow includes 
the phrase “sincerely transferring their merits.” Hōnen comments on this point in the Wago 
tōroku 和語灯録 as follows: “The mind of aspiration for Birth and merit transference (廻向
発願心) is an aspiration to be born in the Pure Land through the transfer of merit from the 
practice we conduct. [However,] we are not to think that our hearts can attain to splendid 
ōjō through the power of our practice. Rather, we must believe that even those beings who 
have no hope of attaining Birth will also attain it through the splendid power of the Buddhas’ 
vows. We must deeply trust in the heart that believes that the Buddha will certainly come 
to guide us at the end of our lives. This heart is utterly unbreakable, like a vajra diamond. 
As long as we are unfailing until the time we face death, if there are ten of us, ten will be 
born, if there are one hundred, one hundred will be born.” (SSZ 4: 638–39). This passage 
describes merit transference by sentient beings, but it claims that one must not think that 
ōjō can be attained through sentient beings’ power. That is to say, ōjō is achieved through 
the power of the Buddha’s Vow. Therefore, even if it appears to be discussing nenbutsu 
through merit transference by sentient beings, on a fundamental level it is actually about 
ōjō through the power of the Buddha’s Vow. This is Hōnen’s interpretation of nenbutsu ōjō.
19 Hōnen summed up his understanding of the Forty-eight Vows focusing on the Eighteenth 
“vow of Birth through the nenbutsu.” In contrast, Shinran focuses on not only the “true” 
vows but also on the “provisional” vows, placing importance on a combined eight vows, 
which are the Seventeenth (諸仏称名之願), Eighteenth (至心信楽之願), Eleventh (必至滅度
之願), Twenty-second (還相廻向之願), Twelfth (光明無量之願), Thirteenth (寿命無量之願), 
Nineteenth (至心発願之願), and the Twentieth (至心廻向之願). By indicating these eight 
vows, Shinran clarifies how the following are all originally rooted in Amida Buddha’s 
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Vow and the Seventeenth Vow, the two that are most central of the “true” 
Vows that he discusses. The ideas of shinjin 信心 (“entrusting heart”) and 
nenbutsu are both expounded in the Eighteenth Vow. “Sincerely and joyfully 
entrusting themselves to me and desiring to be born in my land” (至心信樂欲
生我國) lays out shinjin as a condition for ōjō, while the phrase “thinking [of 
Amida] / reciting [the Name] even ten times” (“as few as ten thought-
moments” 乃至十念) is seen as referring to the nenbutsu as a condition for it. 
Both Hōnen and Shinran fully understood that both shinjin and nenbutsu are 
called for in the Eighteenth Vow.20 On top of this, Hōnen summed up his 
understanding through emphasizing the call to practice the nenbutsu in the 
Eighteenth Vow. And, on the topic of shinjin, he almost always limited his 
discussion to the three aspects of shinjin that are expounded in the Contem­
plation Sutra: Sincere Mind, Profound Mind, the Mind that Aspires for Birth 
and Transfers Merit. In contrast to this, Shinran confirms his understanding 
of nenbutsu (True and Great Practice) through focusing on the Seventeenth 
Vow. And he clarifies the meaning of shinjin based on the Eighteenth Vow.
The Seventeenth Vow vows that the Name of Amida Buddha will be rev-
erently recited (稱讃) by all of the buddhas in the ten directions.21 By doing 
so, the vow makes it so the Name can be spread throughout all the worlds 
in the ten directions and all sentient beings in the ten directions can hear the 
Original Vow: 1) the True teaching (真実教), 2) the True practice (真実行), 3) the True faith 
(真実信), 4) the True realization (真実証), 5) the True Buddha-land (真仏土), and 6) the 
Provisional means of the transformed Buddha-bodies and lands (方便化身土). He also clar-
ifies how these are fulfilled through the power of the Original Vow.
20 In his Lecture on the Contemplation Sutra (観無量寿経釈), Hōnen discusses as follows on 
the topic of “Sincerely and joyfully entrusting themselves to me and desiring to be born in 
my land” (至心信楽欲生我国) referring to the meaning of shinjin: “The ‘threefold mind’ (三
心) in this sutra refers to the opening of the ‘threefold mind’ of the Original Vow. As this is 
the case, ‘sincere mind’ (至心) is the mind rooted in sincerity (至誠心), ‘joyful entrusting’ 
(信楽) is the profound mind (深心), and ‘desiring to be born in my land’ (欲生我国) is the 
mind that aspires for Birth and transfers merit (廻向発願心).” (SSZ 4: 352). Again, in Notes 
on the Inscriptions on Sacred Scrolls (尊号真像銘文), Shinran discusses as follows on how 
the topic of “thinking [of Amida/saying the Name] even ten times” (乃至十念) refers to the 
meaning of nenbutsu: “Saying my Name perhaps even ten times: In encouraging us to say 
the Name that embodies the Vow, the Tathagata added perhaps even to the words ten times 
to show that there is no set number of times the Name must be said and to teach sentient 
beings that there is no determined hour or occasion for saying it.” (T 2656.83: 679b13-19. 
CWS: 494).
21 The Seventeenth Vow is expounded as follows in The Larger Sutra of Immeasurable Life: 
“If, when I attain Buddhahood, innumerableBuddhas in the lands of the ten directions should 
not all praise and glorify my Name, may I not attain perfect enlightenment.” 設我得佛 十方
世界無量諸佛 不悉諮嗟 稱我名者 不取正覺 (SSZ 1: 9. T 0360.12:268a25. Inagaki 1995: 34).
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Name. This way of understanding the Seventeenth Vow existed even before 
Shinran’s time.22 Shinran followed these previous interpretations, but he also 
took that understanding one step further. This is evident in his attempt to 
highlight the relationship between the Seventeenth Vow and the reciting of 
the Name by sentient beings. The Seventeenth Vow expounds the giving of 
praise (稱揚) and reciting of the Name (稱名) by all the buddhas, but it does 
not mention the reciting of the Name by sentient beings. However, in the 
Chapter on Practice of his Kyōgyōshinshō, Shinran takes up the topic of the 
Seventeenth Vow, while also explaining as follows:




Thus, saying the Name breaks through all the ignorance of sentient 
beings and fulfills all their aspirations.
爾者稱名能破衆生一切無明 能滿衆生一切志願24
These passages refer to sentient beings’ saying the Name. Shinran not 
only attempts to explain through the Seventeenth Vow how sentient beings 
are enabled to hear the Name through the reciting of such by all the buddhas, 
he also tries to show that the Seventeenth Vow reveals how those sentient 
beings themselves also perform the nenbutsu. “Namu Amida Butsu” (ver-
bally saying the Name) is the True practice that transcends sentient beings, in 
that it is in itself the Name of Amida Buddha. Therefore, it is a practice that 
cannot be made one’s own personal possession—one’s own practice—sim-
ply because one recites it. The True/Great practice as reciting the Name is, as 
one whole, recommended by way of all buddhas’ reciting of the Name. And, 
through this reciting of the Name by all buddhas, sentient beings are induced 
to say the Name. Further, on the most fundamental level, the nenbutsu exists 
22 This sort of understanding in regard to the Seventeenth Vow can also be seen, for example, 
in Hōnen’s Sanbukyō tai’i 三部経大意 (“The Outline of the Three Pure Land Sutras”) and 
Seikaku’s 聖覚 (1167–1235) Yuishinshō 唯信鈔 (“Essentials of Faith Alone”).
23 T 2646.83: 590a10-11. CWS: 13.
24 T 2646.83: 590c28-29. In the Chapter on Practice in the Kyōgyōshinshō it is discussed as 
follows: “. . . saying the Name breaks through all the ignorance of sentient beings and 
fulfills their aspirations. Saying the Name is the right act, supreme, true, and excellent. The 
right act is the nembutsu. The nembutsu is Namu-amida-butsu. Namu-amida-butsu is right-
mindedness. Let this be known.” (CWS: 17–18).
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as the command (勅命) of the Original Vow to call to and summon (招喚) 
sentient beings.25 Thus, in an attempt to clarify this aspect of True/Great 
practice as transcending individual practitioners, Shinran brings up the Sev-
enteenth Vow as the foundation for nenbutsu practice and designates it the 
Vow of All Buddhas Reciting the Name.
Shinran interprets the Eighteenth Vow through focusing on shinjin. Why 
is this? Shinran came to view the Eighteenth Vow as a vow of shinjin faith 
because he realized that shinjin was an issue of the utmost importance for 
sentient beings. In the Shōshinge (正信偈) section of the Chapter on Prac-
tice, he states:
For evil sentient beings of wrong views and arrogance, the nenbutsu 
that embodies Amida’s Original Vow is hard to accept in shinjin; this 
most difficult of difficulties, nothing surpasses.
彌陀佛本願念佛 邪見憍慢惡衆生 信樂受持甚以難 難中之難無過斯26
In the path to buddhahood based on the nenbutsu and the Original Vow, 
the practice is “easy,” but having faith in the nenbutsu and Original Vow with-
out a trace of doubt is a most difficult thing. This is a problem that Shinran 
himself faced. It is impossible for the True faith of shinjin to manifest from 
sentient beings, who know nothing of Truth. Through diving deeply into the 
heart of this problem, Shinran came to interpret the Eighteenth Vow as a 
vow that seeks to save this type of sentient being. From Shinran’s perspec-
tive, the Eighteenth Vow vows to bring about the fulfillment of True shinjin 
within ignorant sentient beings through the working of Amida’s merit trans-
ference. In the Chapter on Shinjin in the Kyōgyōshinshō, Shinran shows 
that True/Great faith is fulfilled through the Eighteenth Vow.
2.  Shinran Analyzed the Passage on the Fulfillment of the Eighteenth Vow 
by Dividing it into Two Parts
The relationship between the Eighteenth Vow and True shinjin is analyzed in 
the section containing “questions and answers on the relationship between 
the three minds and the one mind” (三心一心問答) of the Chapter on Shinjin.27 
25 In the Chapter on Practice in Kyōgyōshinshō it is discussed as follows: “Namu means ‘to 
take refuge.’. . .  [t]hus, kimyo is the command of the Original Vow calling to and summoning 
us.” 南無之言歸命 . . .  是以歸命者本願招喚之勅命也 (T 2646.83: 594c17-20. CWS 1: 37–
38).
26 T 2646.83: 600a26-27. CWS: 70.
27 T 2646.83: 604a1-606b27. CWS: 93-107.
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In this section, Shinran carefully analyzes the relationship between (1) “one 
mind” as it is discussed in Vasubandhu’s Treatise on the Pure Land (浄土論) 
and (2) “three minds” (sincerity 至心, joyfully entrusting oneself [to Amida] 
信楽 and desire for Birth 欲生) as expounded in the Eighteenth Vow. Through 
that analysis it is revealed that True shinjin arises in sentient beings due to 
sincerity, joyful entrusting of oneself and the desire for Birth of the Eigh-
teenth Vow. The “three minds, one mind” section is made up of two pairs of 
questions and answers. The first of these discusses how the three minds 
called for in the Eighteenth Vow, as listed above, ultimately are different 
aspects of the “one heart of joyfully entrusting oneself ” (the True shinjin). 
Shinran holds that Vasubandhu was illustrating this point by using the term 
“one mind” instead of referring to the “three minds” in the Eighteenth Vow.
In the second question-and-answer pair it is confirmed that “sincerity” is 
the True mind (真実心), “joyfully entrusting oneself ” is the mind of Great 
Compassion (大悲心), and “desire for Birth” is the mind of merit transference 
(廻向心). Because the True shinjin is fulfilled through the working of the three 
(Amida’s True heart, the heart of Great Compassion, and the heart of merit 
transference), the True shinjin encompasses the act of taking refuge (帰命) 
in Truth and desiring for Birth (願生). Because True shinjin is like this, it is 
the shinjin that arises when one hears the Name, and it is the shinjin that 
was called to awakening through the Name. For this reason, Shinran declares 
that the body (or “essence” 体) of the True shinjin is the Name. It is the True 
shinjin that is fulfilled in sentient beings through the True working of the 
Tathāgata. Therefore, True shinjin allows sentient beings to dwell in the stage 
of those whose attainment of enlightenment has been determined (正定聚) 
and to arrive at Great Nirvana.
True shinjin is fulfilled through Amida’s merit transference. In order to 
clearly illustrate this, in the “three mind, one mind” question-and-answer sec-
tion, Shinran quotes the two different parts of the passage on the fulfillment 
of the Eighteenth Vow in two separate places. The first part of the fulfillment 
passage is found in Shinran’s commentary on “joyfully entrusting oneself 
[to Amida]”:
The passage on the Vow’s fulfillment that reveals the shinjin of the 
Original Vow states: “All sentient beings, as they hear the Name, real-
ize even one thought-moment of shinjin and joy.”
本願信心願成就文 經言 諸有衆生 聞其名號 信心歡喜 乃至一念28
The second half of the fulfillment passage is quoted in his comment on 
the “desire for Birth”:
28 T 2646.83: 604a1-606b27. CWS: 98. 
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Here, let us turn to the passage teaching the Original Vow’s fulfillment 
with respect to the mind of aspiration for Birth. The [Larger] Sutra 
states: “This is directed to them from Amida’s sincere mind, and aspir-
ing to be born in that land, they then attain Birth and dwell in the stage 
of non-retrogression. Excluded are those who commit the five grave 
offenses and those who slander the right dharma.”
是以 本願欲生心成就文 經言 至心廻向シタマヘリ 願生彼國 即得往生 住不退轉 唯
除五逆 誹謗正法29
(Shinshū seiten 233)
By separating the passage on the fulfillment of the Eighteenth Vow into 
two parts, Shinran illustrates his own unique interpretation. In the first part, 
the “one thought-moment” (一念) in the passage on fulfillment is not refer-
ring to nenbutsu but rather to shinjin. This sort of interpretation by Shinran 
takes hints from the Sutra of the Tathāgata of Immeasurable Life (無量寿如
來会).30 However, this is not all. Because Shinran interpreted the Eighteenth 
Vow as a vow of shinjin, it is also the case that he interpreted the passage 
on fulfillment as expounding the fulfillment of shinjin.
In the second part, Shinran shows that the “sincere merit transference” (至
心廻向) is a transference by Amida by using Japanese kana (シタマヘリ) that 
signify respect for the subject of the verb in “sincerely transferring,” thereby 
clarifying that it is not sentient beings who make the transference but rather 
Amida Tathāgata.
When the passage on fulfillment is separated into two parts, “one 
thought-moment” of faith and “merit transference” are cut off from one 
another, and it is no longer possible to interpret “one thought-moment” as 
referring to the act of merit transference by sentient beings through one rec-
itation of the nenbutsu. Shinran described this “one thought-moment” as the 
one thought-moment of realizing “shinjin and joy” (信心歓喜). That is to 
say, it is the one thought-moment of faith, not recitation of the nenbutsu. 
And, by transliterating the text with kana using an honorific verb ending, he 
showed that merit transference was carried out by Amida. Through describ-
ing things in the above manner, Shinran made it clear that True shinjin is 
something that is fulfilled through merit transference by the Tathāgata.
29 T 2646.83: 606a2-4. CWS: 104.
30 The passage on the fulfillment of the Eighteenth Vow in the Sutra of  the Tathāgata of 
Immeasurable Life is quoted as follows in the “Shingyō shaku” 信楽釈 section of the Chapter 
on Shinjin: “When, upon hearing the Name of the Tathagata of immeasurable life, sentient 
beings of the buddha-lands of other quarters awaken one thought-moment of pure shinjin, 
rejoice.” 他方佛國所有衆生 聞無量壽如來名號 能發一念淨信歡喜. (T 2646.83: 605a6-7. 
CWS: 98)
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Conclusion
This paper has shown that the interpretations of Shandao, Hōnen and Shin-
ran in regard to the Eighteenth Vow and the passage on its fulfillment have 
their own distinctive characters based on the passages they emphasize and 
the way in which they express their ideas. Each of these interpretations 
arose out of the search for a path to salvation for sentient beings (i.e., for 
oneself and others) in the Original Vow in light of each thinker’s solid grasp 
of the time (the historical period) and the capacities of sentient beings.
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